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Nearly two years after pulling the plug on HidroAysén, a massive and highly contested
hydroelectric project slated for a largely untouched wilderness area in far southern Chile,
government officials are letting it be known that the country’s rivers are still open for business.
In January, the same Comité de Ministros (ministers committee) that buried HidroAysén voted to
approve a large-scale hydroelectric project for another river, the Cuervo. The Cuervo is located in
the Región de Aysén, in the heart of Chilean Patagonia, as are the Baker and Pascua, the two rivers
targeted for the ill-fated HidroAysén venture. The Comité de Ministros, headed by Environment
Minister Pablo Badenier, represents the top of the bureaucratic totem pole for decisions regarding
development projects.
The Cuervo plan, with a price tag of more than US$730 million, calls for the construction of two
dams and a 13,000-hectare reservoir. Once completed, the hydroelectric complex would rank among
the country’s largest, with an estimated generating capacity of 640 megawatts (MW). Chile’s most
powerful hydroelectric plant, the Ralco station on the Bío Bío River, has an installed capacity of 690
MW. Ralco, in the centrally located Región del Bío Bío, is owned by the Spanish/Italian energy giant
Endesa. The developer behind the Cuervo River project, Energía Austral, is a joint venture between
Glencore, an Anglo-Swiss trading and mining company, and Origin Energy, an Australian firm.
The Jan. 18 decision represents a major setback for the country’s environmental lobby, which
has made opposition to large-scale dams a central part of its platform. Organizations like the
Coalición Ciudadana por Aysén Reserva de Vida (CCARV), one of dozens involved in the highprofile umbrella group Patagonia sin Represas (Patagonia without Dams), see large-scale dams
as an outdated technology that may be cost effective for developers––often foreign-owned
multinationals––but cause incalculable damage to river valley ecosystems while offering little
apparent benefit to adjacent communities.
“This a pristine zone, gorgeous, of superlative beauty,” CCARV spokesperson Peter Hartmann said
of the Cuervo River valley in an interview with Radio Universidad de Chile. “It’s one of the prettiest
places in all of Chile, with an extremely high environmental value. And they want to destroy it;
flood areas that, in addition, are home to unique species, like the Darwin’s frog, which is at risk of
extinction.”
The project’s many critics say it also poses a serious safety risk. The Cuervo River, they note, runs
right along a major seismic fault line. A serious earthquake, should it damage or destroy the dam,
could have devastating consequences for residents downstream. This is no idle threat. In 2007, a 6.2magnitude quake (on the Richter scale) struck the area around the Aysén Fjord, where the Cuervo
deposits, causing a landslide that triggered a localized tsunami. The killer waves swallowed 10
people near Puerto Aysén, the region’s second largest city after Coyhaique. Seven of the bodies are
still missing.
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“This is a joke,” Hartmann told the news agency Reuters. “To make a decision about a 13,000hectare dam in an area of extreme risk like the Liquiñe-Ofqui fault line, [an area] surrounded by
volcanoes, and without first having defined a regional energy policy, is irresponsible.”

‘We need to organize’
Conservation groups that fought unsuccessfully, starting in the late 1990s, to stop the Ralco project
(NotiSur, March 6, 1998), regrouped afterwards to take on the even bigger HidroAysén project, a
joint venture between Endesa and Colbún, a Chilean entity (NotiSur, Oct. 17, 2008). The scheme
was unveiled during President Michelle Bachelet’s first term in office (2006-2010). It called for five
dams with a combined installed capacity of some 2,700 MW, equivalent to approximately 13% of
Chile’s total generating capacity, which stands at roughly 20,200 MW, according to the Asociación de
Generadoras.
This time the environmentalists won, thanks to years of campaigning that turned public opinion
against the mega-venture to the point that it became politically untenable (NotiEn, July, 2011). In
June 2014, just three months after Bachelet returned to office, her Comité de Ministros voted to
squash the polemical project once and for all (NotiSur, July 11, 2014).
The demise of HidroAysén was a huge victory for Chile’s environmental movement. But it did not,
as the Cuervo River decision indicates, result in any kind of moratorium, official or otherwise, on
large-scale hydroelectric development. Opponents of large-scale dams may have won the battle,
in other words, but not the war. “It’s clear that we need to organize and refloat the Patagonia sin
Represas campaign,” Flavia Liberona, head of the Santiago-based environmental group Fundación
Terram, told Radio Universidad de Chile in January.
The Cuervo project isn’t their only setback of late. Two months earlier, in November 2015, the
Comité de Ministros green-lighted another large hydroelectric venture, the Mediterráneo complex
in the Región de los Lagos, north of Aysén, projected to cost US$400 million. The facility is slated
for the Manso River, a tributary of the larger Puelo River, and promises a generating capacity of 210
MW. The Puelo traverses the border with Argentina, where critics are also speaking out. The project
is being developed by a number of Chilean partners, including Ricardo Bachelet Artigues, one of
President Bachelet’s cousins.
Proponents paint the plan as ecologically friendly, since it calls for diverting the river (and running
the water through turbines) rather than building a classic curtain dam and large reservoir.
Environmental groups oppose it regardless, saying it will still have a major impact on what is
otherwise a pristine wilderness area. The project has even caught the attention of US actor and
recent Academy Award winner Leonardo DiCaprio, who referred to it in a November Twitter post
with the words “protect the Puelo River.”

The road ahead
As disappointed as they are by the developments, opponents of the dam are not entirely surprised.
In 2014, just days after the government opted against HidroAysén, Energy Minister Máximo
Pacheco––a member of the Comité de Ministros––said in an interview with El Mercurio that he
lamented the shrinking role hydroelectricity was playing in the country’s overall energy matrix.
He explained that during the previous 13 years, dams had gone from supplying 48% of the nation’s
electricity to supplying 28%, while coal-fired plants, in the same period, went from generating 24%
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to 46% of that power. “We need to rebalance our energy matrix,” he said. “And for that, we need to
develop our own resources, including water resources.”
Pacheco repeated the call last September, when he presented the government’s “Hoja de Ruta
Energía 2050,” an energy “roadmap” as laid out by a committee of top-level industry experts. The
report, which took 18 months to compile, calls for Chile to generate 70% of its electricity from
“renewable” sources by 2045. Renewable, in this sense, refers both to large-scale hydroelectricity
facilities as well as so-called “non-conventional” projects such as wind farms, solar power plants
and small-scale hydroelectric generators. During his remarks, the energy minister challenged the
distinction, calling Chile the only country that places so much emphasis on the “non-conventional”
qualifier.
The big advantage of hydroelectric plants, according to the “roadmap,” is that they can be turned
on or off and are thus a necessary complement to more “intermittent” power sources such as wind
farms and solar plants. The team of experts believes Chile will need to add some 8,000 MW of
hydroelectric power in the coming three decades. The country’s existing dams have a total installed
capacity of roughly 6,500 MW.
Opponents of dam development defend the distinction between high-impact hydroelectric facilities
and lower-impact “non-conventional” electricity projects and argue that technological advances are
already making the latter more reliable. They also note how well-suited Chile is for wind farms and
solar plants, given its extensive coastline and expansive northern desert, often cited as the world’s
driest.
Those attributes––particularly the ultra-sunny Atacama Desert––have not escaped the attention
of energy investors. Wind farms and solar plants still represent a relatively small portion of
Chile’s total generating capacity (4.5% and 2.7% respectively), but the sector is growing by leaps
and bounds. Between 2011 and 2015, the combined installed capacity of these non-conventional
renewables rose 391%, from 540 MW to more than 2,600 MW, according to the Asociación Chilena
de Energías Renovables (ACERA). In that same time period, installed capacity of conventional
facilities, including large-scale hydroelectric plants, increased just 33%, from roughly 13,500 MW to
18,000 MW.
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